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Years later, Egyptus would look back on this time as golden. Everyone in her big extended family got along fairly well. Few fought with others as they remembered the blessings of Jehovah when He brought their grandparents through the flood from both above and beneath the earth.

Egyptus opened the door to the home her parents built on the plains of Shinar and stood on the front stoop, breathing in the brisk morning air.  She gazed across the last of the wheat standing in the fields, their heavy heads drooping with ripe grain. The upcoming harvest would require great effort to thresh and clean the wheat before they could use it.  The early morning lit the fields, causing them to glow with the promise of food for the coming cold times.

A shiver cascaded from her head to her toes. Although she loved the beauty of the fields covered in snow, she did not like the cold or the difficulty of moving in it. What would it be like to live in a land with no snow? Was there such a place? She could only dream.

Afra, just older than Egyptus,  strode through her brother Canaan’s door and across the land toward the barn and cows awaiting milking. He carried a bucket of warm water to clean the cows’ udders in his hands and draped a cloth over his shoulder so the milk would be clean for the family to drink. As Canaan’s second son, he had the responsibility to milk the cows and deliver it to the rest of the extended family.

Egyptus jogged across the grassy field, knowing the lush green she enjoyed would soon dry to a crunchy brown. In her arms, she carried a big blue urn and a clean cloth. When her steps brought her next to Afra, she took his elbow. “Do you need help with the cows?”

Afra shortened his stride to allow Egyptus to walk beside him. “You are up early. Do you not want to sleep longer?”

“When do I sleep longer? I like helping you with the cows. They smell good.”

He jerked his head in her direction. His nose wiggled like a rabbit nose. “Good? Cow droppings do not smell good.”

“They smell good to me,” Egyptus argued. “Cows smell clean, like the grass they eat.”

“Good thing I keep them out of the onions,” he teased. “Their droppings do not smell clean when they get into the onions or garlic.”

“Ugh! That would ruin the milk!”

Afra nodded. “It would not be good for drinking, cheese, or anything else. Even the dogs will not drink milk after the cows have been in the onions and garlic.”

“Do cows like onions and garlic?” Egyptus trotted along beside her friend.

She enjoyed spending time with the tall, broad-shouldered Afra and had done so since they were little and she followed the boy two years older than her.

“They eat it as joyfully as they eat anything else. Cows are almost as bad as goats.”

“Goats? They eat everything. Cows do not.”

“No, but we have to watch to ensure they do not tromp through the fields and eat the onions.”

“Good thing we already harvested the onions and garlic.” She grinned up at her tall friend.

He chuckled. “I can tease you about liking the smell of cow dung and onions now.”

Egyptus loved the sound of Afra’s deep laugh. “Not now. I know only wheat grows in our fields. Papa will have us harvesting that soon.”

They walked together into the sudden coolness of the shade of the barn. A small shiver shook her.

Afra held the door open for her to enter first. Before entering, he stared at the wheat. “It will not be long before we cut the wheat.”

“Have the men cleared the threshing floor of flax?”

Afra grabbed a clean bucket and a stool from near the door. “It is gathered and ready to have the fibers broken down. It is good we have many barns for storing food and fibers.”

“And animals,” she added, setting her urn near the door where it would stay safe. She took a stool and a bucket for herself.

“Yes, especially the animals. Our animals and our large family would not survive if we did not have many barns and all of us working to prepare for the cold months.”

They strode to the milking stalls and called to the cows, who entered the milking area with moos and nudging into Afra’s and Egyptus’s legs. Their warmth drove away the early morning chill. They washed each cow’s udders in the warm  water before sitting on the stool to milk her.

The other cows stood nearby, patiently waiting for their turn to have their full udders relieved of milk. 

“I can milk more cows than you,” Egyptus said, her eyes twinkling as she sat beside her first cow.

“No, I can milk more than you,” Afra said from beside his.

“We will see,” Egyptus, taunted.

Egyptus expertly milked each cow that stepped into her milking stall, softly murmuring kindnesses to each one. Then, she slapped the cow on the rump to move her along and make space for the next one.

Her bucket filled several times. She carried it to a tall, wide urn near the door and carefully poured the warm liquid in without spilling. The first buckets echoed in the vast cavern of the huge vessel.

Afra emptied his bucket after Egyptus. They hurried back to milking in a friendly competition to see who could fill their bucket more often. In the end, Egyptus’s soft murmuring to the cows filled her bucket more often than Afra. She milked two more cows than him and emptied her bucket three more times.

“I win,” she crowed as she slapped the last cow on the rump to signal her to step away.

She carried her last bucket, nearly full, and dumped it into her blue urn. The milk sloshed into the urn, nearly filling it to the top. Egyptus put her bucket on the ground, set her hands at the base of her back, and leaned back to stretch. “I am happy we do not have to carry that big urn to each home to share the milk with our families,” she groaned. “My back is tired from milking and dumping it into the urn.”

Afra set the lid on top of the urn and twisted it closed. “It is good I have strong brothers who will help me deliver it. Thank you for your help. I enjoy racing with you. I enjoy your company. We finish faster than I could if I had milked alone.”

“When will Heth join you in milking? He is past old enough.” Egyptus raised an eyebrow.

Afra growled. “Heth thinks he is too good to get his hands dirty with cows. He is a thinker and a planner. He only joins the harvest because everyone in the family must. He thinks he can rebuild past family glory.”

“Past glory? We have little past, except before Jehovah covered the earth with water. That was a time of wickedness. Why would he want to recover those days?” She stared toward Canaan’s house, as if she could see Heth at a desk.

“Who knows what he is thinking? He spends many hours reading through the books Grandpapa and Grandmama brought with them. I do not know what he seeks. Jeb and Amor returned from their hunting trip last night. They will come milk with me in the morning.” Afra glanced quickly at Egyptus. “It will sadden me.”

“You should be happy your brothers will help you again.”

“I will be happy to have them help. But I will miss you. Jeb and Amor brought enough game to feed us through the cold time. The hides will become warm blankets. Papa let them leave because he knows you come help me milk.” Afra sighed. “But they have returned and will take their place in the milking barn tomorrow.”

Egyptus stared at the young man beside her, surprised that he would miss her.

“Besides,” Afra continued. “Mama says you should help your mama inside, learning the womanly ways.”

Egyptus jabbed her fists into her hips. “I help Mama inside. I rise before anyone else to help you. You will not allow me in the milking barn anymore?”

“I will. The others may not.” He tipped his head to the side and shrugged. “They cannot keep you out, but we have only three milking stalls, stools, and buckets.”

“They can try,” Egyptus grumbled.

Afra grinned. “I look forward to seeing you tomorrow morning.”

“I will be here. But now, I must help Mama with our morning meal. She waits for this milk.”

Afra lifted her blue urn into her arms and moved to absorb the weight. “I will see you later. If not, tomorrow?”

Egyptus chuckled. “Of course, later. I must take our milk home. Mama ...” She turned and walked through the open barn door that Afra held for her and carried the milk in the blue urn home.

***
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Afra watched Egyptus until she rounded the corner of her home. He sighed. Mama is right. Young women should do womanly things, not help milk cows. But I like her working beside me. She urges me to work faster than I would if I were alone. And she has a beautiful smile.

A grin spread across his face.

“Thinking of Egyptus again?” Jeb teased as he and Amor joined him at the milking barn.

“And if I was?” Afra said, turning to his younger brother with a raised fist. His younger brothers knew how to annoy him. His younger brothers still needed to look up to him, but they loved to tease him.

“It would be good,” Amor said, lifting a hand to placate his brother.

Afra dropped his fist. “Yes. It is good.”

Afra and Amor walked into the barn to prepare the low cart with the huge urn filled with milk to be dragged out through the wide doors. While they attached the harness to the cart with grunts and groans, Jeb rushed away to get the team of oxen to pull the cart. Then Amor and Afra attached the yoke to the wagon and loaded the urn of milk.

When Jeb returned with the oxen, the cart was ready. He directed the animals to the front of the wagon, helped set the yoke over their shoulders, and hooked them into the lines.

The oxen dragged the cart slowly through the big doors and moved along the path toward Grandpapa Ham’s home. 

“Egyptus already took them milk,” Afra said.

“One less stop for us,” Jeb replied. “When are you going to marry that girl?” 

“Egyptus?” Afra stared at his grandparents’ home. “She is the daughter of our grandparents, sister to our papa.”

“And a beautiful woman you love,” Amor said from the other side of the oxen.

Love? Do I love Egyptus? Does she love me? We are friends, but ... can we love each other?

They turned the oxen toward Uncle Phut’s home, lumbering down the path.

“Who else would you marry?” Jeb asked. “Not Phut’s daughter, Dita? She enjoys her mama’s cooking too much.”

“And she avoids helping with the harvest,” Afra agreed. “No. Not Dita.”

Amor dipped a bucket into the huge urn and took it to the slab of rock in front of the front door where an empty milk urn waited. He carefully poured the milk into it and hurried back to the cart. Afra and Jeb had urged the oxen to continue moving at a slow, steady pace. Jeb dipped a bucket full of milk and ran to fill an urn on the other side of the path.

“You could marry Mizraim’s daughter, Yael,” Jeb suggested.

“She is already betrothed to another,” Amor said.

“Good. I do not like the way she smells,” Afra grumbled.

Egyptus smells good, even when she is among the cows, and she likes their fragrance.

As the young men walked with the cart along the path, Afra’s brothers suggested young women he could marry.

“Why are you so intent on getting me married?” Afra asked, slightly vexed by their teasing, as they turned a corner in the family compound.

“We want to marry as well, and we must wait for you,” Amor replied.

“Who says you must wait for me? Do you have a young woman who will marry you?” Afra asked, staring at his brother. The heavy cart wheel touched his foot before he jerked it out of the way.

Both Jeb and Amor tilted their heads back, sending gales of laughter echoing between the houses.

Afra set his hands on his hips, waiting for his brothers to stop. “So, the cart almost rolled over my foot. Nothing like when you —“

“No, nothing like that,” Amor interrupted. “You do not need to remind us of our follies.”

“Not the arrow in your leg?” Afra asked, staring at Amor. “Or the time the oxen stood on your foot?” His gaze turned to Jeb.

“Nor any of the other things we have done,” Jeb agreed.

The cart moved slowly down the path as they took turns dipping milk to pour into the waiting urns at each house.

“Why should you not marry Egyptus?” Jeb asked.

Afra rubbed the back of his neck, wiping away the sweat brought on by his running milk to the urns. “I have not asked her.”

Amor hooted again. “And why not?”

The oxen pulling the cart took many steps before Afra spoke. “I fear she will say no.”

“You fear she will say no? To You?” Jeb stared at his brother, scratching his jaw where a scraggly beard grew.

“She rises early many mornings just to be with you,” Amor said.

“She loves milking. She told me this morning she loves the way they smell.” Afra took his turn to dip milk from the huge  container and run it to the urn waiting on the slab.

When he returned, Jeb had another question. “How do you know it is only the cows she loves?” 

Afra walked beside the oxen. They had almost completed the circuit around the family’s homes. “She is gentle with the cows and always gets more milk from them than I can.” He shrugged. “I do not know if she loves me. She likes me. She laughs and accepts my teasing.”

“What other young woman will let you tease her?” Amor asked. Jeb helped him tip the urn to its side to dip the last bucket of milk out.

Afra stood with his mouth open, watching. Other young women do not allow teasing? I never  knew. I never tried. Why would I?

“You think all girls allow teasing like Egyptus does?” Jeb chuckled.

Afra pushed the hair back out of his eyes and gazed toward the sun, now lifted a span above the eastern mountains. “I have not tried to tease other young women.”

Jeb and Amor giggled as they backed the oxen into the barn and unhooked the yoke.

“You have not asked,” Amor said with a snicker.

“And you do not tease others,” Jeb said through his chortle.

“And you fear she will say no,” Amor said, setting the yoke and its leashes on the hooks, still snickering.

“Our strong brother is afraid of a woman,” Jeb cackled as he led the oxen away.

Amor slapped Afra on the back and walked out of the barn.

Afra stood staring at the cows, smelling Egyptus among them. Does she love me? How will I know? She does allow my teasing, and seems to like it. I should ask her to marry me. Will Grandpapa allow it? I suppose I should ask him first.

He left the barn, careful to close the door behind him, then strode across the field toward his home. Mama would have food waiting for them. She would know how he could ask Egyptus’s papa. He would ask her.

***
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Egyptus rounded the corner of her mama’s home and gazed up into the sky. Heavy, dark rain clouds rimmed the western edge of the valley. They would drop rain on the fields before the end of the day. Papa would want to know.

As she pushed the back door open, Ruth greeted her. “Mama wonders where you have been with the milk.”

“I am here.” She handed the blue urn filled with milk to her sister. “Do not spill it. I am going to wash the cow from my hands.”

Spinning on the balls of her feet, Egyptus rushed out the door before her sister could complain. At the back of the house where Mama kept a deep dish of water for washing, she poured clean, cold water from the urn nearby and dipped the soap into the water. As the cold water touched her warm hands, she shivered and squealed. “Warm water would be nice in the morning.”

After rubbing the soap on her hands and setting it aside to wash, she rinsed the soap from her face, hands, and arms before drying on the towel Mama left hanging on the peg.

Glancing up at the clouds once more, Egyptus sucked in a breath. She shivered in anticipation of the coming cold time. In some ways, she loved the cold time of the year better than the heat. Wheat and rye seed would rest beneath the earth, waiting for warmth of the sunshine to signal it to grow again. But they would have most crops harvested and ready to eat, leaving more time to think and to dream.

Not that she would have time to dream often. Mama kept her busy year round. When the cold kept them indoors, the women spun and wove the fibers they had gathered and grown specifically for fabrics or gathered from sheared sheep, goats, and other animals that lived happier in the heat without all the wool and hair they grew.

We are going to be busy today.

She ran through the kitchen door calling, “Mama! Papa! Have you seen the clouds?”

“Clouds?” Papa asked. Even though he had lived many years since they left the ark, Papa’s strength and ability to work kept the others in her family running to keep up.

“They are building up along the edge of the valley.”

Papa hurried out the door to gaze at the clouds, then returned to his seat at the table. “We must either cut the last of the wheat today and put it in the barn or hope the rain does not destroy it.”

Ruth brought the food to the table where Mama and Papa sat.

“How will you decide?” Mama asked.

“I will pray, as always. Jehovah continues to love and bless us.”

The four family members knelt around the table, originally built for a much larger family, to pray before eating. Papa led the prayer. At the end, he added, “Please hold the rains back long enough for us to gather in the final crop of wheat, that we may have sufficient food to survive the coming cold weather.”

As Egyptus and Ruth pushed off their knees and Papa helped Mama to her feet, her older brothers, Cush and Canaan, burst into the house. Both brothers were born shortly after their parents had left the ark and were more than twenty years older than Egyptus. 

“Papa, did you see the clouds?” Cush cried.

“I am glad you are here,” Papa said as he sat in his chair. “Egyptus warned me of the clouds earlier. We just prayed about harvesting today. Gather your families. We need everyone to help harvest the wheat and bring it into the barn. I believe Jehovah will hold the rain back until we finish if we work hard and quickly.”

“Today?” Canaan asked, standing rigidly near their father.

“In less than a span, as soon as we eat, we will gather at the edge of the first field. Please have all your children who are old enough meet us there to help. Tell Mizraim and Phut as well, Canaan.”

Canaan and Cush mumbled their goodbyes as they raced for the door.

“We should eat now,” Mama said, spooning eggs onto flat bread and handing one to each person.

Egyptus sipped the warm goodness from her cup while she waited for her food. “Nothing like fresh milk from the cow.”

“You are getting too old to be over there in the milking barn with Afra,” Mama said.

“You have been talking to Elva,” Egyptus said, glaring at her mama. That is why Afra suggested I should be doing more inside the house.

“Why?” Mama asked.

“Afra said his brothers would help in the barn tomorrow. His mama does not think I should be milking.”

“We have been talking, yes. We often do that. You and Afra are close ...” Mama handed Egyptus her flat bread filled with eggs.

Egyptus took her food. “We are good friends.”

“You have been since you were little. However,” her mama lifted a finger and pointed, “you are too old to be alone together.”

“Your mama is correct,” Papa said. “But now is not the time to argue about this. We have wheat to harvest.”

Egyptus took a bite of her meal and sighed. With Mama, Papa, and Afra’s mama against her, she could not argue.

“But if Jeb and Amor are there, I will not be alone with Afra.”

“No, but you have other things to do here in the house. You are seventeen. Time to be a woman, do more womanly chores,” Mama said.

Egyptus groaned. She wanted to be to the fields early today. She ate her food as quickly as she could. She had seen the clouds. They needed to get the wheat harvested.

As she pushed her chair back, Mama stopped her. “Egyptus, before you leave, clean the dishes and set them in order. After that, please start a stew and set it on the edge of the fire so we have warm food to eat tonight. I am going to help Mizraim’s family get their little ones ready.”

Before Egyptus could complain, the others had left the house for the fields, leaving her with all the dirty dishes to clean. Were they plotting against her?
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Before Afra could talk to his mama about his problem, his papa returned to the warm kitchen.

“Papa Ham declared today is the day to harvest the last of the wheat. Everyone get your scythes and meet us at the edge of the field,” he bellowed.

Brothers and sisters tumbled from around the house. Afra hurried to the storage building and stood behind his brothers until he could grab his scythe.

Egyptus warned me this morning we would harvest the wheat soon. I should have listened to her and put my scythe where I could reach it easier.

Everyone hurried to get their tools and raced toward the wheat fields, joining others from the other families in their compound. When Grandpapa Ham put out the call for help with the harvesting, no one stayed behind unless they were too little. Older children cared for the little children on the edge of the fields so their mamas would be available to help as needed.

The women and older children would follow behind the men after Grandpapa Ham gave the signal to move forward, gathering the sheaves of wheat into bundles, tying them at one end of the length of the wheat stalk and standing them up to dry. They would thresh and winnow the wheat after it dried.

Afra turned, looking for Egyptus behind him. He could not miss her lithe form. He hoped she would follow him across the fields. But he did not see her. He slumped as he waited for the signal.

Grandpapa Ham whistled and the men moved forward, swinging their scythes. Afra moved with them, falling into a rhythm with the other men, swinging his scythe out to cut the wheat stalk low. Soon his back hurt from bending, but he continued to the other side.

His thoughts turned to the things his brothers had said that morning. Did Egyptus care for him? Would she marry him? More importantly, would her papa, his grandpapa, allow it?

He had no reason to believe Grandpapa Ham would not allow his youngest child to marry him, except he was the son of Canaan, and Canaan’s behavior had lost his family the privilege of using the Holy Priesthood. Papa could still use the privilege, but none of his sons could, especially not those of Canaan’s sons and grandsons.

Papa, you should not have been so curious. We desire the rights of the Priesthood, too.

Papa Canaan often did things without thinking. Afra had seen him and often wondered why he did the things he did. Only in the last year, he had left the compound alone with a jug of wine. He rode out with their dog, King, into the wilderness. Mama had not become worried until he had been gone  six days. On the seventh morning, she sent Afra and Jeb out to find him.

Afra had feared they would find their papa injured or dead. Instead, he had been relieved when they had traveled for less than a span when Papa and King had ridden toward them.

“What are you doing out here?” Papa had demanded.

“Mama sent us out to find you,” Afra had said. “She feared you were injured.”

“King would have come back to get you if I had injured myself. Silly woman.” 

Papa had snorted and brushed past them, riding toward home.

Afra glanced behind him, wondering which woman tied the wheat he cut. Sadly, Egyptus was not there.

Does she care for me? Are the things my brothers said this morning true, or were they teasing me? They have teased me before. Will Egyptus agree to marry me? Who should I ask first, Egyptus or Grandpapa Ham?

He bent to cut the wheat until he reached the other side, about the same time as the other men. They all flopped onto the ground, watching the women finish bundling the wheat. He glanced down the line of women seeking for Egyptus once more.

This time he caught sight of her. She worked farther down the field, close to her mama. She focused on the wheat, as if thinking of something else. Afra could understand that. He had thought about his papa and Egyptus while he cut the wheat. 

Is she thinking of me?

He hoped she would see him and join him when they stopped for the midday meal. He would talk to her then. He had to know if she would accept him as her husband.

***
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Egyptus hurried to the wheat field, arriving as her papa signaled for the men to begin cutting. She had hoped to find a place near Afra, but dishes and preparing the stew for the evening meal  had slowed her.

When she had mentioned the coming rain and the wheat harvest, Ruth had frowned at her.

“You had to mention that today,” Ruth had grumbled. “I planned to finish sewing my new dress today.”

“You can sew it tomorrow,” Mama had said. “If we do not harvest the wheat, we will have none to eat. None for us. None for your new family.”

Ruth groaned and rushed to her sleeping space to put on an older dress. 

Egyptus’s older brothers and sisters had married years earlier, leaving only her and Ruth, who prepared to wed someday. Her Hayam had been working to build them a home, but was taking his time. Egyptus wondered if he really wanted to marry her sister.

When Cush and Canaan came asking about the coming rain, Ruth had groaned again. When Mama had left to help Mizraim, she had slipped out of the house, leaving Egyptus to clean the kitchen and prepare the stew.

Now Egyptus  gathered wheat behind another of her nephews, trying vainly to ignore the smells that erupted from him.

Rather than be angry about it, she thought about a question she had asked long ago, when her brothers and sisters still lived at home.

Young Egyptus sat on a rug near her mama’s feet in the warmth and light of the fire, holding a hank of wool her mama had spun across her hands. Mama rolled the wool into a ball to be used on the loom. The family sat together after dinner to work as rain pounded on the roof.

“Mama,” Egyptus asked, “why are there no other families here?”

“There are other families. Your uncles and aunts have large families like we do.” Mama twisted the yarn into a ball.

“No, Mama. Why are there only uncles and aunts and Grandpapa Noah and Grandmama Imma?”

“We live in a new world,” Mama answered without glancing up. “No one is left on the earth except us.”

“New world? Was there an old world?”

Egyptus’s sisters and brothers gathered closer to listen. They loved Mama’s stories, even when they heard them many times before.

“Yes, Egyptus. We once lived in a different place, a place filled with many people. But those people were not willing to obey Jehovah’s laws. They chose to follow the Destroyer and his cult gods. They became wicked and vile people who scorned Jehovah’s love.”

“How could they not see His love in this beautiful world?” Egyptus uttered, looking at the changing leaves on the mountains. She had said the same thing that rainy evening.

“I asked the same question many times,“  Mama had replied. “Jehovah had commanded Grandpapa Noah and his sons to build a great boat, an ark, to carry His people and the animals through the destruction that was to come. He could not send his children to Earth to a life of sin and sorrow. But those people laughed and taunted those of us who believed.”

“Did they help Grandpapa build his ark?” Nita asked, stabbing her needle through the ripped seam of a brother’s tunic.

“Only his sons and grandsons.” A stray tear dripped from the corner of Mama’s eye. She took no notice of it. “Through the years, those sons and grandsons listened to the lies. One by one, and sometimes two or three together, they left our home compound to live in the world and joined the others in jeering at your Grandpapa Noah and throwing rotten vegetables at him and any who worked with him. It was a difficult time.”

Cush lifted the knife he sharpened and checked the edge. “More difficult than since you arrived here?”

“The two difficulties are not comparable. We had more people around us then, but we could not go out into the village, especially the women. The dangers were too great. Cult priests waited to capture and hold us to stop Papa Noah from building the ark.”

“Did they ever capture a woman?” Leah, another older sister, asked as she wove a basket.

“They did. That woman, a wife of a son of Noah, chose to leave with the priests. It happened before I married your papa.” Mama glanced toward Papa who sat at his desk, writing.

Papa felt her gaze and looked up, sharing a special smile with her before returning to his work.

“Mama and Papa have always been close,” Egyptus thought. “I hope I can find a man to marry me who will love me as Papa loves Mama. Maybe Afra? He is a good friend. Mama says your husband should be your friend.  No. He has shown no interest in marrying me.”

She glanced down the field to where Afra cut the wheat. He had removed his tunic, leaving his legs sheathed in trousers. His firm, sweat-glistening muscles glistened in the sun. She wanted to touch them. None of her brothers had enticed her to touch their muscles as did Afra’s on that day.

She shook her head and continued to bundle wheat. Soon, she slipped back into the memory.

“How long did it take to build the ark?” Canaan had asked, not looking up from his new tool he was carving. 

“Jehovah asked Papa Noah to call the people of the world to repentance while he built the ark. It took many years, close to a hundred, if I remember right.”

Phut chipped a chunk of obsidian to create the blanks for arrows. They would need them to hunt meat soon. “Did the people listen to Grandpapa Noah?”

“Do people listen to Grandpapa Noah now?” Egyptus murmured, glancing around at those working on the wheat with her.

“What?” Afra’s younger sister, Lili, asked, bundling the wheat in line beside Egyptus.

Egyptus glanced up, unaware she had spoken aloud. “I am sorry. I was thinking.”

“About what?” Afra?”

Egyptus’s cheeks flushed hot at her thoughts of his muscles. “No. I remembered something else.”

“Oh. I thought you would think about Afra. He thinks about you.”

“He thinks about me?” Egyptus asked. A fluttering filled her stomach.

“You two are together almost every morning milking. Is that safe?”

“Why would it not be safe?” Her head flinched to the side.

Lili stopped bundling wheat and stood. “You are not that young. Unmarried men and women should not be alone together at your age.”

Egyptus stood and glared at Afra’s sister. “He ... I would never —“

“No,” Lili agreed. “He would never, but others do not know that of you two. It is not wise to be alone with him like you have been.”

“Wise?” 

“You do not want others thinking badly of you. It could cause you trouble finding a good man to marry  you.”

“Oh,” Egyptus said. She bent back to bundling wheat. Her stomach felt jittery with excitement as her heart beat faster.  But I do not care about those other men. I only want to marry Afra. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Gathering Sheaves 
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The warm fragrance of the wheat and the repetition of gathering and binding soon sent Egyptus back to her memories. Mama seldom spoke of her children who lived before the flood. It must have been hard to lose all her children to the jeering crowds who expected Noah and his three sons, who remained faithful, to fail.

Egyptus hoped she would never be called on to leave her children behind because they refused to obey Jehovah’s commandments. Could she continue if such terrible events happened to her?

Papa’s whistle sounded across the field and Egyptus glanced up. They had crossed the first field. Behind her, sheaves of wheat stood drying in the field. Only three more fields of wheat to harvest. 

She stared into the sky. Dark clouds, heavy with rain, crept into the valley. They did not have much time. Papa would give them only a brief break.

She moved closer to where Afra sat, hoping to follow him for the rest of the day. He chatted with his brothers. She hoped he would notice her when they started cutting the wheat again.

“Egyptus!” Mama called not long after she sat on the ground.

“Yes, Mama?”

“Your papa wants you to join with those who are gathering the sheaves of wheat. We cannot lose all this wheat to the rain.”

“I thought I would help bundle the next field,” Egyptus said, groaning inside.

Mama shook her head. “No. Papa needs you to help get the sheaves in to the barn. If we wait, it may be too late. You work fast. You can encourage the others to move faster.”

“Yes, Mama.” Egyptus pushed herself from the ground. She glanced toward Afra, who must have seen her, for he walked toward her with a grin.

“Where have you been?” he asked. “I thought you would gather the wheat I cut.”

“I arrived late. Mama asked me to clean the kitchen and start a stew before I left home. She does not like to come home to a dirty kitchen. We will be hungry when we finish harvesting today.”

“You are a smart woman, thinking ahead like that,” Afra said. “Will you follow me now?” 

Egyptus dragged her booted toe through the soil. He thinks I am smart! “I want to follow you, but Papa asked that I encourage the young women to gather up all the sheaves and carry them to the barn to dry as quickly as possible.” She pointed to the sky. “The clouds gather faster than we expected. If we do not work fast, we and our grain will get wet.”

“I do not mind the rain. This work warms me,” Afra said.

Egyptus glanced at his body, then hurriedly looked to his face. “But it will not be good for the wheat to get wet, now that we are cutting it. It will go bad. I must go.”

Egyptus turned and raced into the field. The memory of Afra with his shirt off warmed her cheeks. 

She gathered as many sheaves as she could into her arms and hurried across the field to the waiting wagons. Back and forth she loped, encouraging the other women to move faster. They filled the wagon with the sheaves of wheat.

When the wagon filled and lumbered away, an older boy drove another wagon into its place. Egyptus returned to the field, gathering sheaves of wheat and carrying them to the wagon. Soon, they cleared all the wheat from the field and moved on to the second field.

She rushed back and forth, her back still aching from stooping over the wheat.

The men cutting wheat had stopped for a quick break. She wished she could sit next to Afra and share stories. But the sheaves needed gathering.

Before they finished the second field, Papa moved the men and women who had cut and bundled the wheat on to the third field. Egyptus hoped he would allow them to stop for a midday meal, but Papa pointed to the sky.

“We must hurry,” Papa called. “The grain must be in the barn before it rains.”

Warm sticky air warned of the imminent rain. Egyptus bent to gathering the sheaves even faster.

She glanced at the women on either side of her. “I can gather more sheaves than you,” she challenged.

“No,” the woman on her right said.

“I am faster,” the woman on her left shouted.

Others along the field argued they were faster. 

Soon, they ran to gather the sheaves and take them to the wagon.

When they had cleared the third field, Egyptus bent over with her hands on her knees. “I gathered three hundred sheaves,” she said through her panting.

Lili barked a short laugh. “I got three hundred ten. I got more than you.”

The other women announced the number of bundles they had gathered and taken to the wagon. Lili had won. A younger boy brought a bucket of water and a dipper, offering each woman a drink.

After drinking, Egyptus glanced at the remaining field of wheat. “I can get more than  you  on this last field. The rain will soak us if we do not hurry.”

“I will get more than you again,” Lili scoffed. “My arms are longer than yours.”

“We will see,” another woman said.

“Let us see,” Egyptus said. “Go!”

The women rushed into the field and picked up the sheaves. Determined to gather more than Lili, Egyptus worked to carry more sheaves each time than she had in the previous field. Three had been easy, four filled her arms. She could not carry five without dropping some.

Soon, other women and men joined them, bending to convey the precious wheat to the wagons waiting on the sides.

Egyptus lifted the last bundle into her arms and scurried toward the wagons. Men and women ran beside her, arms filled with sheaves of wheat. She threw her sheaves on top of the nearest wagon and sprinted toward the barn,  passing full, lumbering wagons.

“Wait for me,” Afra called from behind.

Egyptus slowed her stride long enough for him to catch up, then ran again. She wished she dared take his hand. But no. He had not declared an interest in her. Great drops of rain threatened fell.

They reached the barn with the lead wagon. Stopping to catch her breath, Egyptus leaned on the open door.

“No time to rest now,” Papa called. “We must get all this wheat into the barn.

Egyptus took a deep, cleansing breath and joined the men and women who emptied the wagon. They set the sheaves in straight lines around the enormous barn, standing them in little tents to allow the air to circulate. After this much work, they did not want the grain to rot.
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Afra watched Egyptus throw the last of the sheaves into the wagon and sprint toward the barn. He had hoped she would walk with him to the barn, giving him time to talk with her.

He glanced up at the sky. No wonder she ran. It would rain before they moved all the wheat inside if they did not hurry.

Afra sprinted after Egyptus, calling for her to wait. She slowed long enough for him to catch up, then sped up again. How could he talk to her about becoming his wife? They could not talk about anything while running.

They ran inside the barn as the first wagon entered.

“Can I speak with you later?” Afra asked.

“If I can get away.”

Grandpapa Ham shouted before he could say anything more. They needed to carry the wheat into the barn. Afra hoped there would be enough dry air to blow through the wheat to dry it before rot set in. Rot would mean less food and other problems.

Inhaling deeply, Afra set his scythe next to the barn wall and joined the others, grabbing sheaves of wheat and taking them to the empty space on the floor where Egyptus and others were setting them into tents. He dropped his armload onto the floor and sprinted back to the wagons for more. They emptied the wagons as fast as they could, trying to get all the wheat into the barn before the rain fell.

As the last wagon rolled out of the barn, Afra carried some of the last sheaves of wheat onto the floor. He slowed, looking for Egyptus. Where is she? I thought she would wait for me. I told he I needed to speak with her. When he found her, she and her mama were walking together out the door.

His brothers followed him out the barn door. When they stepped out the door, blowing rain hit them in the face. 

“We got the wheat into the barn in time,” Jeb said, slapping his shoulder.

“If we had waited another span, we would not have had enough time,” Afra agreed. The stinging rain blew away his words. He ran across the field and down the path to their door. There, he pulled off his drenched tunic off and shook out the rain.

“We could have waited until the rain stopped,” Amor said, also removing his tunic and shaking it. “Grandpapa could have waited until it ended. It will not rain all week.”

“Are you certain of that?” Afra asked. “The weather is changing. The leaves on the trees in the mountains have turned from green to yellow and red. Will the rain end tonight or even before the end of the week? Grandpapa Ham knows these things.”

Amor gazed into the rain. “It is heavy, but it could end in the night.”

“And the wheat would have been heavy with water, rotting before we could get them dry,” Afra said, kicking off his shoes. “Grandpapa Ham knows best.”

His brothers followed his example, taking off their muddy shoes before walking on their mama’s clean floors.

“Mama,” Jeb called. “Is there something warm to eat?”

Their mama, Elva, pushed aside the curtain that separated her sleeping space from the living space. She eyed their missing tunics and shoes. “I have hot soup cooking. It will be ready to eat by the time you are dry and properly dressed.”

“Yes, Mama,” the three young men chorused and hurried into their sleeping room.

Afra toweled the rain from his head and opened his clothing chest. He took the first clean tunic from the top and pulled it over his still damp head. He found his comb and dragged it through his heavy dark hair, staring into the small gleaming square of copper they used for a mirror. When his hair looked presentable, he sat on his bed to pull on slippers.

“Are you getting ready to see Egyptus?” Amor teased.

“In this rain?” Afra asked. “No. There was no time or place to talk with her today. Her papa must have suspected something, for he sent her off to gather in the wheat, rather than allow her to follow me to bundle it into sheaves.”

“Grandpapa Ham may not want you as a son and grandson,” Jeb teased.

“I fear you are correct,” Afra said, his face drooping.

“You will never know if you do not ask,” Amor said, tossing his damp towel into the basket holding dirty clothing.

Afra stood slowly from his bed. “I cannot talk to him tonight. I cannot go there in the rain and tramp mud and water all over Grandmama Basya’s clean floors.”

“Why not?” Amor asked. “You have done it before.”

“I was not seeking their permission to marry their daughter then.”
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No More
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“You should not spend so much time alone with Afra,” Mama told Egyptus again during their evening meal. “Elva and I have discussed this. It is unseemly for an unmarried woman of your age to spend time alone with a young unmarried man. You can no longer help Afra milk when you are alone.”

“But Mama,” Egyptus cried. “Afra and I have been friends for as long as I can remember.”

“You have been friends since you could toddle across the distance between our homes,” Mama said. You two played together while Elva and I washed clothing together.”

Egyptus pushed her empty bowl toward the center of the table and leaned her elbows on the table. “Why, then, are you refusing me the joy of milking the cows? I love their warmth and their smell. I go to help milk them because I like being with them.”

“And having Afra there milking the cows at the same time is an extra benefit,” Ruth suggested. “You like his warmth and his smell.”

“I like how he helps me. I like to race with him, trying to milk more cows than he does. I enjoy the cows,” Egyptus argued. “And I like being with Afra,” she added under her breath. She swallowed away the dryness in her mouth.

“Ah ha!” Ruth said. “You like having Afra there with you.”

“So what? He is my friend. We already determined that.”

Mama gathered the dishes into a stack. “You are not to be alone with Afra. It is not appropriate.”

“But,” Egyptus spluttered.

“You heard your mama,” Papa said from the other side of the table. “It is time you think of becoming a married woman. You are too old to be alone with a man until you are married.”

Mama took the dishes and set them in the pan of water. Ruth left the table, hurrying to retrieve the dress she wanted to sew earlier during the day. Egyptus lay her head on the table, fighting back the tears threatening to escape.

“Who do you think wants to marry me?” Egyptus asked. “I am your daughter. Who will have the courage to ask for me?”

“Young men have asked already,” Papa answered. “I have not answered them.”

Egyptus lifted her head from the table. “Who has asked?”

“Mizraim’s oldest, Yehuda.” 

“He is fat and lazy!” She wrinkled her nose at the thought.

“I know,” Papa replied. “That is why I have not given him my approval.”

“Who else?” Egyptus demanded, lifting her head.

“Yitro and Zev have both asked, as have Tovia and Gad.” Papa counted them on his fingers as he spoke their names.

“Yitro is old. He has children my age. Gad is not many years younger!” Egyptus moaned. “You would not consider them for me?”

“Not unless someone better asks,” Papa said.

“And you think Zev is better? He spends his time drinking wine. Tovia is younger than me. Is there not someone better?”

Papa reached across the table and took hers. “I have not agreed with any of these men. I believe there is someone better for you and I will wait. But not for long. You are seventeen, past the age of marriage.”

“Ruth is not yet married.”

“But she has Hayam and will marry soon.”

Egyptus sucked in a deep breath and let it out noisily. “May I pray about this?” 

Papa’s eyes softened. “Yes, you may. We can pray together with your mama, if you like.”

“Yes, Papa. I would like that. Let us pray, then let me consider my choices.”

At his signal, Mama dried her hands and joined them, kneeling beside the table. Papa lifted his arms and the two women followed, repeating the words he used in his prayer to Jehovah, asking that the correct man would have the courage to ask for Egyptus. He prayed she would have a long and happy marriage, as he and Mama had.

Tears slipped down Egyptus’s face as she spoke the amen at the end of the prayer. Papa wanted the best man to marry her, not the first one to ask for her. She leapt from her knees and ran to her papa, throwing her arms around him. “Thank you for understanding.”

“You may not believe it, but I know what it is like to want the right person to marry. I struggled with my family to accept your mama. She was different, coming from the east from lands held by Cain and his family.”

“I had to prove I knew and loved Jehovah. They did not want to believe it possible for one from those lands to follow and believe Jehovah,” Mama said, barely above a whisper. “It was not easy. The correct young man will come to your papa and ask to marry you. I hope he does not wait too long.”

Through the rest of the evening and night, the words of her parents swirled through Egyptus’s head. The correct young man needed to come to papa soon. Who would that be?

Afra, do you love me like I care for you? Please, come speak to Papa.
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Early the next morning, Egyptus threw a cloak over her head and followed Afra and his brothers to the milking barn in the rain. Carrying her blue milk urn under her arm and her cleaning cloth over her shoulder, she slipped through the milking barn door behind the men.

This morning was like most other mornings, except Jeb and Amor walked beside Afra, laughing and joking. She wanted to walk beside him. Why did Mama and Elva have to interfere?

She followed the men who picked up a bucket and stool from beside the door and marched to a stall. As usual, the cows gathered around, waiting for the men to milk them. They did not care who milked them, as long as someone expressed the milk from their udders.

Afra turned and saw Egyptus and shrugged. “I told you,” he whispered.

“Yes, and I told you I would come anyway.”

The men had all the milking stools. They dipped their cloths into the bucket of warm water Amor had carried, washed the udders of the first cow that came to their stall and milked it.

Egyptus turned to the wall, seeking another stool and bucket, but the men had taken them all. She shrugged and walked to the bucket and dipped her cloth into the water.

A cow stepped close and pressed her nose against her arm. She rubbed the cow’s nose, then stepped back to wash her udders. She set her blue urn in position and rubbed the cow’s side.

“There are no stools for me, girl, so I will need to hurry. I apologize,” she murmured.

She squatted next to the cow and quickly tugged on her teats, pulling the milk from them. Soon she had stripped all the milk from the cow into her urn standing beneath her on the barn floor, filled now to the top with sweet, warm milk.

Egyptus stood with her urn and patted the cow. “Thank you for your milk. My family will enjoy it.”

The cow moved away.

“Enjoy your milking, boys,” Egyptus called as she walked to the barn door.

Afra jumped up and ran to the door, a grimace filled his face. “Are you finished already?”

“No way for me to join you. I filled my urn so my family will have milk early today. See you boys later.”

“Wait,” Afra said.

“I am no longer allowed to be alone with you,” Egyptus said, rolling her lips inward. “Papa believes women of my age should be married, not milking cows with their friend.”

Rather than allow the tears to fall in front of Afra, she pulled her cloak hood over her head and pushed the door open, hurrying through the rain to her door. She stopped enough to wipe the rain from her face, grateful it had washed away her tears, and slipped off her muddy shoes, and set them by the back door.
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Afra saw the joy in Egyptus’s eyes fall away when his brothers took all the milking stools, leaving her without one. I am already milking, or I would give her my stool. 

Later, when he remembered this day, he knew he should have given her his stool. As he milked, he saw her squat near the cow that always came to her, milking it directly into her blue urn. When the cow walked away, Egyptus threw her cloak around her and lifted the urn into her arms.

“See you boys later.”

“Wait!” he said, wanting to speak more to her. He had not expected her to leave so soon. What did I do?

“Papa will not allow me to be alone with you,” Egyptus said. He saw tears well up in her eyes. “He believes women of my age should marry, not milk cows with their friend.”

She jerked the hood of her cloak over her head and shoved the door open with her hip, marching out into the rain. Wind caught the door, and Afra grabbed it before it blew open and banged against the wall. He watched her march toward her home, hunched against the rain. Was she crying?

Now what was he to do?

When he returned to milking, he refused to respond to the taunts and teasing of  his brothers. A sickening feeling filled his stomach. Egyptus’s papa would not allow her to come help with the milking. She could no longer spend time alone with him. How could he ask her to marry him if her papa refused to allow them to spend time together?

With the three men milking, they finished sooner than he and Egyptus had the day before. Jeb pulled on his cloak and flipped the hood over his head as he stepped out the barn door to get the oxen while Amor and Afra prepared the urn and cart to deliver  the milk.

“Who!” Jeb cried.

Afra roused from his misery to go with Amor to the door.

“The rain stopped. Look at the rainbow,” Jeb said. “Maybe we could have harvested today after all.”

“No. The wheat would have washed to the ground by that heavy rain,” Amor said. He elbowed Afra in the ribs. “Grandpapa Ham knows what he is doing.”

“He always does,” Afra agreed.

He accepted his brother’s usual teasing about Egyptus as the oxen pulled the cart through the mud to deliver milk to all the families’ homes. 

“Egyptus will not want you if she sees you with all that mud splashed on your legs and tunic,” Amor teased.

“Mama will not like to see us this muddy either,” Afra retorted. “I get the first bath.”

“What makes you think she will make us take a bath?” Jeb asked, returning from delivering milk to a home.

“Do you believe she will allow you into her house as you are?” Afra asked.

“Muddy? Me?” Jeb asked, then chuckled.

“No,” Amor snickered. “You are not muddy at all. You have suddenly become a darker brown the shade of mud.”

“I have new brown trousers,” Jeb said.

Soon the three young men were laughing as they carried milk and poured it into the urns waiting by each front door.

They came around the last corner and backed the cart into the barn. Jeb took the oxen to clean the mud off them while Amor and Afra cleaned mud from the huge urn and splashed water on the muddy cart.

“The wheels will move better tomorrow,” Amor said.

“True,” Afra agreed. “Now we need to wash the mud off us.”

“I get the first bath,” Amor said, running ahead of his brother.

“Not if I get there first,” Afra shouted, chasing after him.

They raced around their house in time to see Jeb step into the wash tub.

“I said I get the first bath,” Afra said, standing with his fists on his  hips.

“You two were too slow,” Jeb taunted, splashing water toward them.

“Did you get both oxen clean?” Amor asked.

“Yes. I waded them through the stream on the way back to their stall. It washed away most of the mud.”

“Unfair!” Amor shouted.

“Only because you did not think about it,” Jeb said. “Have fun waiting for me to get clean.”

Afra shivered in the cool morning air before Jeb finished and his sisters brought out more warm water for his bath. He grumbled at Jeb’s prank. I told him I got the first bath. It is my right as oldest. Jeb will be sorry.

“Mama is saving food for you two,” Lili said. “She is happy you are not bringing mud onto her clean floors. You should hurry, though. We are leaving soon.”

“Where are we going?” Afra asked, wishing she would leave so he could bathe.

“We women, not you boys. Today is our day to visit Grandmama Imma.”

“Are all of the women going there?”

Lili flipped her hair behind her ear. “We always do. Hurry.” She walked back into the house.

Afra stripped his muddy clothing off and dropped it on the ground beside the tub before stepping in. He closed his mouth and sank into the water over his head. 

He came up blowing water out of his mouth, then grabbed the cloth and washed away the mud before stepping out and dumping the water from the tub.

Wrapping the towel Lili left for him around himself, he hurried into the house. “Amor will need more water,” he called as he rushed past the cooking area to his sleeping space.

“Get dressed fast,” Mama called. “Your food is getting cold.”

Afra pulled on clean clothes and dragged his fingers through his hair before speeding back to the eating area. 

Jeb glanced up from his bowl. “The grains are good. Too bad I ate them all.”

“You did not!” Afra cried.

“I would not allow him to eat all the grains,” Mama said, setting a bowl filled with steaming hot grains in front of Afra. “I have enough for Amor as well. You should eat. Your papa will need you today.”

A lump filled his throat, making it hard to eat. But I wanted to talk to Egyptus today. 
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“You are home early,” Ruth said from the fire, where she prepared the family’s morning meal.

“Afra’s brothers are there helping him milk. There is no room for me. My favorite cow allowed me to milk her, then I came home.”

“Good. You can cook these grains. I have other things to do this morning.” Ruth left the cooking space.

“Ruth?” Egyptus said to her sister’s retreating back. “Where are you going?”

Ruth lifted a hand and waved it toward Egyptus. “I will return when the grains are cooked. Do not burn them.”

Egyptus set the milk on the table and hurried to the fire and pulled the pot of grains from the fire. She grabbed the long-handled wooden spoon and stirred.

“Oh, Ruth,” she muttered.

While the grains cooked, she retrieved bowls and cups from the shelf and spoons from the basket, then set them on the table, stopping by the fire frequently to stir the grains.

She removed the pot of grains as Mama, Papa, and Ruth entered the kitchen.

“Just in time,” she said. “The grains are ready to eat.”

“Did you make the flat bread to go with the grains?” Mama asked.

“N ... No. No one told me I needed to, and I did not have time. I did not know I should make it,” Egyptus stammered, glancing at her mama and papa. “I did bring home the morning milk.”

Ruth and Papa could not hold their faces still. They grinned.

“I am teasing, Egyptus,” Mama said. “We knew you would not have time for flat bread in the time to cook the grains. But tomorrow,” she glanced at Papa and Ruth, “we will expect flat bread with our morning meal.”

“I am the cook now?” Egyptus squeaked, unsure if she wanted to cheer or cry.

“For the morning meal. Ruth has moved to the evening meal until she marries. I will continue to cook the midday meal,” Mama said as she sat in her chair.

“But ... But how will we have fresh, warm milk to drink if I do not go milk at least one cow?”

“We will have to wait for Afra and his brothers to bring it to us, like all the others in the family,” Papa said as he reached across the table for Mama’s hand.

Egyptus sighed. I like the cows. My favorite will not give as much to those men. 

“Did you see the rainbow this morning?” Papa asked as Egyptus dipped grains into his bowl.

“No. It was still raining as I hurried from the milking barn,” Egyptus said as she set Papa’s bowl in front of him, then dishing up a bowl full of grains for her mama.

“The rain stopped, leaving a big, beautiful one. Too bad you missed it,” Ruth teased taking the spoon from Egyptus. “I can dish up my  own grains.”

“Yes, you are able, but it is my responsibility as morning cook.” Egyptus took the spoon back and ladled grains into her sister’s bowl. “And you are correct. I should have turned to look up. I need to be more aware, although rainbows seldom happen while it rains.”

“You saw the clouds building yesterday. Thank you,” Papa said. “Because you did, we harvested the last of the wheat before the rain fell and washed the grain from their heads. But now we can go to the barn and winnow it.”

“Today?” Egyptus asked, dipping grains into her bowl and set the pot in the center of the table. Afra’s laughing face flashed through her mind.

Papa grinned at her. “Not today. You girls and mama have other things to do today. However, soon the grain will have dried enough to thresh and winnow so we can store it.”

“What do we have to do today, Mama? Anything different from other days?” Egyptus sat back in her seat and lifted her spoon.

“We are going to visit your Grandmama Imma today.”

“Today?” Ruth asked with a groan. “I thought I would have time to weave. I have much to do before my marriage. When we go to Grandmama Imma’s, we spend all day with the other women.

“It is good to be with other women. That is how you learn to be a woman, a wife, and a daughter of Jehovah.”

“Is that not what your name means, Mama?” Egyptus asked as she pushed a spoon full of grains into her mouth.

“Egyptus!” Mama cried. “We thank Jehovah for our food before we eat.”

“Yes, Mama.” She slid from her chair and knelt next to it, raising her hands, prepared to follow her papa’s lead, hoping the heat in her face would dissipate before the end of the prayer.
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Grandmama's Wisdom
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Egyptus and Ruth cleaned the kitchen before they put on their best dresses. Ruth grumbled as they joined Mama to walk to the center of the huge plains of Shinar where Grandmama Imma lived with Grandpapa Noah in a house smaller than all the others.

When they had found this plain, Grandpapa Noah divided the land among his three sons, keeping a small plot of land in the center for his home, worshiping space, barns, and garden. All the sons shared from their fields with their parents.

“I do not like joining all the women of the valley,” Ruth whined. “They treat me badly.”

“They treat us well enough,” Mama said with a little grimace. “Look. Your sisters join us.”

Leah, Abigayil, and Dodi strode toward them, grasping the hands of their young daughters. Both Leah and Abigayil carried a babe in her arms.

“You are joining us, Ruth?” Leah teased.

“I always attend, if I am not ill,” Ruth retorted. “You know Mama expects all of us to be there. All those women together in one room make me nervous. They talk at the same time, and soon it sounds like chickens in the henhouse.” She imitated the chickens. “Bak-bak-bak-bak-bak.”

Abigayil giggled. “It does. But when Grandmama stops the gabbling, she has words of wisdom for us. She has lived longer than any of us.”

“Not longer than Grandpapa,” Ruth said.

“No, but she is the oldest woman,” Mama said. “Her name has great meaning for us.”

“I had
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